


 

 



Overview 

Oil and gas drilling has become a controversial environmental issue and an 

industrial activity under scrutiny like few others.  

 

When an oil and gas producing region is hit by a natural disaster, in this case a 

flood, it increase concerns by an order of magnitude and raises challenges for 

regulators who are a key source of information. 

 

 Gathering and communicating accurate information during the event and in the 

days after is critical, yet difficult due to conditions on the ground. 

 

 Additionally, critics of oil and gas drilling are rapidly disseminating statements 

and photographs that increase concerns and create an even greater demand for 

information and clarity.  

 

What is the best course of action for regulators attempting to provide 

information in such a scenario?  

 

Limit speculation, provide context (when possible) and communicate what you 

know when you know it. Focus on the accuracy of your information, not that of 

others. Build trust through frequent distribution of factual information. 



Overview 

Walking through a case study 

 

A description of the Front Range flood of 2013 

 

Public concerns generated by floodwater impacts to oil and gas 

infrastructure 

 

Media coverage of impacts 

 

Efforts of state officials to communicate with spare information in real 

time 

 

Efforts to communication factually post-event 

 

Bringing context to events 

 

Key lessons from this experience 



Colorado – Front Range Flood of Sept. 2013 
 

o Event duration: September 9-17 

 

o Most extensive rainfall: September 11-12/September 15 

 

o Fatalities: 8 

 

o Evacuated: 18,000+ 

 

o Impact on property: 19,000 homes/businesses damaged  

          1,500+ destroyed 

 

o Impact on infrastructure: 485 miles or road damaged or destroyed 

          50 bridges damaged or destoryed 

 

o Record rainfall: Boulder saw a 24-hour total of 9.08 inches, far 

exceeding previous record of 4.80 inches 
 

       Source: NOAA 



Rainfall total accumulation over two days in 

various parts of the Front Range that were heavily 

affected by the 2013 Flood. 

2013 Flood Rainfall Totals 



A damaged bridge on Highway 34 over the Big Thompson 

River near Loveland, Colorado, on Wednesday, Sept. 18, 

2013. (AP Photo/Chris Schneider)  

Photos 



This photo taken on Friday, Sept. 13, 2013, shows 

the foundation of a house being undercut in Lyons, 

Colorado. (AP Photo/Kenneth Wajda) 

Photos 



A road crew works on a stretch of highway washed out by 

flooding along the South Platte River in Weld County, 

Colorado near Greeley, Saturday, Sept. 14, 2013. (AP 

Photo/John Wark) 

Photos 



A group of trailers are smashed together at a storage site 

near Greeley, Colorado, Saturday, Sept. 14, 2013, as debris-

filled rivers flooded into towns and farms.  (AP Photo/John 

Wark) 

Photos 



A business is flooded by the overflowing St. Vrain River 

one mile east of Lyons, Colorado, following overnight 

flash flooding, Sept. 12, 2013. (AP Photo/Brennan 

Linsley) 

Photos 



http://www.usatoday.com/story/weather/2013/09/12/boulder-

colorado-flash-floods/2802833/  

Flood Attracts National Attention 

BOULDER, Colo. — Massive 

flash flooding along 

Colorado's picturesque 

Front Range mountains, 

triggered by what the 

National Weather Service 

termed "biblical rainfall 

amounts,'' killed at least 

three people Thursday, cut 

off small towns and forced 

countless residents to 
scramble for high ground. 
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“Biblical” Flood by the Numbers 
9.08 inches of rain that fell between 6 p.m. Mountain 

Time Wednesday and Thursday in Boulder, shattering its highest previous 

24-hour rainfall total. 

 

17.16 inches of rain in Boulder in a week. 

 

30.12 inches of rain in Boulder this year, now it’s wettest year on 

record, with 3.5 months still to go. 
Published September 16th, 2013/Washington Post 

 

60 hours Big Thompson River exceeded 

record flood stage 



An oil and gas location near Greeley, Colorado, 

surrounded by water, Friday, Sept. 13, 2013. (AP 

Photo/Colorado Heli-Ops, Dennis Pierce) 

Photos – Oil and Gas 



 

Oil and gas location covered in muck 

Photos – Oil and Gas 



 

Floodwaters made child’s play out tanks and other 

infrastructure 
 

Photos – Oil and Gas 



COGCC rules require all equipment in geological hazard and 

floodplain areas to be anchored to resist flotation, collapse, lateral 

movement or subsidence. Force of buoyancy defeated even well 

anchored buried tanks.  

Photos – Oil and Gas 



This photo appeared on page A1 of the Denver Post as an illustration 

of oil spills related to flooding. Both the operator and COGCC field 

staff verified that this was standing water in scours left by the flood 

waters. Denver Post later issued a correction.  

Photos – Oil and Gas 



Denver Post – Initial Days of Flood Coverage 

09/13/2013 

09/14/2013 

09/11/2013 

A home was swept off its foundation and 

collecting into the overflowing Big Thompson 

River on Saturday morning, September 14, 2013. 

(Andy Cross, The Denver Post) 

Above: A Jamestown evacuee is helped off a 

helicopter at Boulder Municipal Airport. (Andy Cross, 

The Denver Post) 



This was an interesting development during the floods, as some 

activists pressured media to highlight impacts by asserting a 

"blackout” of coverage. 

http://www.texassharon.com/2013/09/15/is-there-a-media-

blackout-on-the-fracking-flood-disaster-in-colorado/ 

Industry Critics Call Attention to Spills 
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Denver Post Oil & Gas Coverage and Headlines 

09/19/2013 @ 12:08pm 

09/16/2013 09/17/2013 

09/18/2013 @ 7:45pm 

09/19/2013 @ 11:55AM 

09/18/2013 @ 6:50pm 



https://fromthestyx.wordpress.com/2013/09/17/media-responds-state-

and-industry-scramble-in-wake-of-flood-photos/  

Industry Critics Highlight Their Role 

 

“Under pressure from environmental 

groups on Monday, TV and newspaper 

outlets plastered state agencies and 

industry reps with questions about the 

flooding impacts in the gasfields. COGA’s 

Tish Schuller’s face is all over the Denver 

news as the industry and state agencies 

scramble to get a handle on the damage 

to the gasfields – and their image.” -
Peggy Tibbetts, From the Styx 
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Industry Critics Speak Out 

FrackFree Colorado: “Oil and fracking chemicals are polluting our water, soil and 

air. In the wake of this public health disaster, we the Concerned Citizens of 

Colorado call for … [a]n emergency moratorium on all new well permits in 

Colorado [and] a plan to move immediately to bountiful, benign energy sources, 

such as wind and solar.” (9/17/2013)   

 

 

Earthworks: “Please sign this PETITION to enact an immediate moratorium on 

fracking in Colorado … We need the national news stations to go cover the 

environmental disaster that’s happening in Colorado right now.” (9/15/2013)   

 

"We are going to have dozens, if not hundreds, of toxic sites," he said, "and 

they've got to be cleaned up." - Wes Wilson, Be the Change 

 

 

East Boulder County United:“This is washing across agricultural land and into the 

waterways. Now we have to discuss what type of exposure the human 

population is going to have to suffer through.” (9/15/2013)   



http://www.environmentcolorado.org/news/coe/floods-exacerbate-

damage-fracking-colorado  

Industry Critics Focus on Spills 

“The largest spill occurred on 

Wednesday when about 5,225 gallons of 

crude oil flowed into the South Platte 

River near Milliken. Nearly 2 million 

residents of Denver rely on the South 

Platte for their drinking water and just 

over 70 percent of Coloradans rely on 

the South Platte as their main water 
source.” –Lindsey Wilson (9/23/2013) 
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http://www.nytimes.com/2013/09/27/us/after-the-floods-a-deluge-

of-worry-about-oil.html?_r=0  

National/International Media Attention 

 

A 
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Continued Scrutiny from Industry Critics 

 FRΛCTIVIST @fractivist  4 Oct 2013 
 

BILL BARRETT CORP SPILLS 1,008 GAL OF PRODUCED WATER (TOXIC?) IMPACTS 

SURFACE WATER | IMAGE #COFLOOD #FRACKING 
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Continued Scrutiny from Industry Critics 

Fractivist.org Blog Post: 
 

Did COGA's Tisha Schuller Lie to the Public about Shutting in all Oil and Gas Wells 

in the Flood Plain? - October 26, 2013 

 

Todd Hartman of the COGCC said it best: 'We simply could not get to all of the 

affected oil and gas wellpads because they were under water.' This is precisely how 

the state and industry has failed. Oil & gas wells should not be placed in areas 

where you cannot get to them to prevent adverse impacts.  YOU HAVE FAILED COGA 

AND COGCC! 

We cannot trust COGA as official COGCC data proves that they are not doing what 

they say. 

 

“Fractivist” on Twitter 
 

FRΛCTIVIST @fractivist  11 Oct 2013 

'The only promise the oil and gas industry will give you is a lie' #fracking #coflood 

 

FRΛCTIVIST @fractivist  5 Oct 2013 

Yes, this is where I RIPPED the state and industry for their epic #fracking flood failures. #coflood 

http://www.kdnk.org/upload/ISSUEoct2013.mp3 … 
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Congress Weighs In 

The sheer volume of the flooding, which forced the industry to shut in more 

than 1,900 wells, has Colorado Rep. Jared Polis (D) concerned about the 

potential environmental consequences of leaks and spills. 

 

Polis wrote in a three-paragraph letter to Matt Lepore, the COGCC's director, 

that "many constituents have contacted me about oil and gas facilities that 

have been overwhelmed with floodwater and are now leaking near homes and 

farms” 

 

As a result, Polis wrote, "I am concerned about possible environmental 

contamination in areas around flooded oil and gas operations," and he 

implored Lepore's COGCC to "call in additional field inspectors and 

reclamation specialists and other temporary help from other states or the 

federal government.“ 

 

"Please let me know if I am able to assist the Colorado Oil and Gas 

Conservation Commission to resolve this ongoing contamination issue," Polis 

wrote. 

 

(E & E, Sept. 20) 

http://www.eenews.net/assets/2013/09/20/document_ew_01.pdf


Communication From Industry 
September 18, Anadarko said: "To date, we are aware of two tank batteries that were 

damaged by flood waters, and have associated light-oil releases. The releases occurred in 

flood waters associated with the South Platte River and the St. Vrain River, and we have 

reported them to the Colorado Oil and Gas Conservation Commission, the National Response 

Center, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and the Colorado Department of Public 

Health and Environment. 

 

"We are actively working under the oversight of these agencies to contain and clean up the 

releases to the greatest extent possible. We will continue to provide additional information 

as appropriate.” 

 

September 19: The Anadarko tank moorings held, company spokesman John Christiansen 

said, but strong waters and heavy debris appeared to have cracked pipes and manifolds, 

allowing the condensate to escape. 

Anadarko was able to get absorbent booms and a vacuum truck to the Milliken site and 

collect about 40 barrels' worth of the 165 that had spilled, Christiansen said. 

But floodwaters kept crews from reaching the tanks on the St. Vrain quickly. "By the time 

we got there, they were empty," he said 

  

September 19: Pictures of flooded well and drilling sites and damaged or floating tanks have 

been appearing on several social-media sites. 

 

"We've seen the pictures but don't know the locations," Schuller said. "If people provide the 

locations, we will check them." 



https://storify.com/KUNC/twitter-q-and-a-coga-oil-and-gas-flood-ops-and-

res  

Communication From Industry 
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Pushback From Industry Media 

 



http://energyindepth.org/mtn-states/some-much-needed-context-on-the-

colorado-floods/  

Pushback from Industry/Conservative Media 

The Tribune says Colorado oil and gas 

regulators are now reporting roughly 

35,000 gallons of oil were released due to 

flood damage, but according to the 

experts, this amount is “negligible” 

compared to the sheer volume of 

floodwater and hundreds of millions of 

gallons of pollution from overflowing sewer 

systems and other sources. 

Headlines from the Colorado Observer 

 

“Media Jumped on False Fracking 

Narrative in Flood Disaster” 

 

“Anti-Fracking Activists Blasted for 

Hyping Floods to Push Political 

Agenda” 
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Hearing from DNR 

September 16: Todd Hartman from the Colorado Department of Natural Resources 

said the state is “aggressively assessing the impact of the flood to oil and gas 

facilities.” Hartman noted that many sites are currently inaccessible and responders 

are focusing on lives, property and roadways.“But as the situation improves and 

more information is available, COGCC (Colorado Oil and Gas Conservation 

Commission) will be working with state and local authorities, operators and the 

public to assess risks, and where necessary, provide environmental response and 

mediation,” Hartman said. 

 

September 19: Todd Hartman, a spokesman for Colorado's department of natural 

resources, said inspectors were still unable to get to many of the well sites, 

because roads were washed out or destroyed. "You have operations that are entirely 

underwater," he told reporters. 

 

September 19: One of the biggest questions for local environmentalists has centered 

on how the flooding has affected the numerous hydraulic fracturing or "fracking" 

wells in Weld County, though the state's oil and gas regulator downplayed those 

concerns. 

 

"The primary pollutant of concern associated with oil and gas locations is crude oil, 

which is stored in tanks on site," Todd Hartman, a spokesman for the Colorado Oil 

and Gas Conservation Commission, said in a statement. 

http://denver.cbslocal.com/2013/09/16/flood-waters-impact-oil-gas-wells-impact-unclear/


Hearing from DNR 

Hartman said the agency had heard the environmentalists' concerns about the 

floods picking up chemicals from fracking operations, but noted that those 

chemicals "are only on site during the drilling and fracturing of the well and 

do not remain on site once the well is in production.“ 

 

The "vast majority" of wells hit by floodwaters were in the producing stage," 

Hartman said. 

 

He added that the operators of producing fracking wells affected by the 

flooding had been aggressive about securing the facilities through a process 

known as "shutting in," which by remote control halts the production of oil 

and gas. 

 

September 20, Greeley Tribune: “In the context of this historic event, these 

spills are not an unexpected part of many other sources of contamination 

associated with the flood,” said Todd Hartman, spokesman for the state 

Department of Natural Resources, which oversees the COGCC. “Those include 

very large volumes (millions of gallons) of raw, municipal sewage and other 

hazards associated with households, agriculture, business and industry.” 



Key information in period of limited facts 

To best of our knowledge, as reported to us, wells in the flood zone have 

been shut in (similar to actions operators take during wildfires) 

 

It appears no fracking operations were ongoing at the time of the flood 

 

Operators are accessing sites and containing spills/damage where possible 

and where conditions allow 

 

Regulators are accessing sites as soon as conditions allow 

 

We are reporting impacts, including spills and volumes, as we learn about 

them. 

 

People should avoid damaged equipment/floating tanks for their own safety. 

 

Oil and produced water are a component of floodwaters that include a lot of 

unfortunate contents: feedlot runoff, ag chemicals, sewage.  

 

 



Quotes from Governor Hickenlooper 

“When you look at the amount of water flowing through that 

river, it will process these pollutants very, very rapidly,” 

Hickenlooper said. 

 

“It could have been a hundred times worse,” the governor said 

after he toured two Anadarko Petroleum Corp. tank facilities 

Sunday with company crews and Matt Lepore, Director of the 

Colorado Oil and Gas Conservation Commission. 

 

“Governor John Hickenlooper, during a Thursday news 

conference on flood recovery, said the spills "weren't 

excessively large.“ 

 

"The several small spills we've had have been very small 

relative to the huge flow of water coming through," he said. 



Communication with the Media – September 19th, 2013 

Five teams of inspectors and environmental protection specialists were in the field on 

Wednesday, September 18. The teams were canvassing flood impacted areas in the vicinity of 

Coal Creek, Boulder Creek, St. Vrain, Big Thompson, and the South Platte. Today, six teams are 

back the field, and one COGCC staff member will be in the air with the Weld County Sheriff’s 

Department.  

 

As of noon today, the COGCC is tracking 10 oil releases. Two of those are notable; the remaining 

eight appear to be minor. Minor spills in the context of this situation would be considered spills 

described as sheens coming off of a piece of equipment rather than a measurable volume of 

petroleum product.  

 

We reported one of those notable releases to you last night: 125 barrels from an Anadarko 

storage tank south of Milliken. Another Anadarko storage tank has released 323 barrels (13,566 

gallons). That event occurred north of Firestone on the St. Vrain River. In both cases, it appears 

the oil left the site in floodwaters. Though Anadarko deployed absorbent booms in the first case, 

the booms collected residual oil in standing water pooled around the tanks (not water feeding 

into the river). In both cases, the releases were promptly reported by the operator.  

 

In the context of this historic event, these spills are not an unexpected part of many other 

sources of contamination associated with the flood. Those include very large volumes (millions of 

gallons) of raw, municipal sewage and other hazards associated with households, agriculture, 

business and industry.  

 

A typical oil storage tank holds 300 barrels, though some tanks are larger. These two releases, 

then, involved approximately one and one-half tanks.  

 

In this dynamic stage, as we continue to assess the situation in the field and gather information 

from operators and others, we are at times dependent on characterizations from third parties.  



Communication with the Media – September 23rd, 2013 

The COGCC is tracking eight notable releases. Over the weekend, the agency learned of a 

36 barrel release of oil at a Noble location between Evans and LaSalle and a 26 barrel 

release at an Anadarko location near Johnstown. At this point, COGCC has confirmed 

releases totaling 641 barrels, or 27,000 gallons. For context, that is equal to the oil 

contained in two typically sized storage tanks.  

 

The COGCC is tracking 10 additional locations with some evidence of release of oil, such 

as a sheen on the water, and another 33 locations where there appears to be damage to 

tanks or other equipment but no obvious indication of a release. COGCC continues efforts 

to access all of these locations, to evaluate conditions and determine extent of releases, if 

any. Additional rainfall today will continue to slow efforts to reach some areas.  

 

As of this weekend, approximately 1,300 wells remain shut-in following the flood. Some 

sites remain inaccessible for physical inspection, while others will require repairs ranging 

from minor to substantial before wells on location can return to production.  

 

The COGCC has issued a Notice to Operators regarding start-up procedures for locations 

impacted by flood waters. The notice outlines a series of measures for ensuring that 

locations affected by the flood can be returned to operation safely.  

 

All identified spills are required to be cleaned up, recognizing that contaminants of all 

kinds have been moved and dispersed with floodwaters. These conditions will create 

challenges in certain cases with tying impacted areas to specific parties, but operators will 

be accountable for cleanup when appropriate and when possible.  



Communication with the Media – October 8th, 2013 

The COGCC continues its assessment of the flood-impacted area. The 

agency has developed a formally mapped area called the “flood-impact 

zone,” which expands its previous assessment area. This is not due to 

an increase in impacted locations, but is an exercise designed to use an 

excess of caution in ensuring any location potentially affected receives 

an assessment and evaluation by COGCC personnel. The agency’s 

estimate of assessed area remains at approximately 80 percent. The 

number of well sites evaluated by COGCC inspectors is 1,355.  

 

The agency continues to refine and update its numbers as it learns 

more through new information from inspectors and operators. The 

agency is tracking 13 notable releases of oil totaling 43,134 gallons. 

The agency is also tracking 17 releases of produced water, totaling 

26,385 gallons. The reduction in notable releases from 15 (in our 

October 2 update) to 13 is the result of updated information from two 

locations with damaged facilities where COGCC is continuing its 

investigation but has not confirmed notable releases. For context, the 

volume of oil released is comparable to more than three, standard 300-

barrel storage tanks. The amount of produced water released is more 

than two of such tanks. 



Media Contacts During Flood 



Media Contacts During Flood 



Produced Water 

Response developed by DNR/COGCC for reporters to understand the term 

“produced water”: 

 

Water tanks on production facilities hold “produced water;” which exists 

naturally in the hydrocarbon formation and was deposited geologically at the 

same time as the formation. This water is produced along with the oil and gas 

that comes up the well. A separator removes the water from the oil and gas, 

and the water phase is directed to the water storage tanks. Produced water 

contains small amounts of dissolved hydrocarbons because the separators are 

not 100% efficient. Produced water is an “exploration and production waste 

(E&P waste),” and must be managed, stored and disposed of in accordance 

with COGCC rules.  “Condensate water” is neither a recognized term nor an 

accurate one.  Condensate is a highly valuable product and operators make 

every effort to separate it from water rather than dispose of it. 

 

Produced water does not contain hydraulic fracturing fluids. The hydraulic 

fracturing fluid is injected in the early stages of well development. That fluid 

then flows back before the well begins to produce oil and gas (“hence the 

term ‘flowback’ that you often hear as part of this discussion) and is captured 

in tanks, removed from the site and recycled or disposed of as E&P waste. 



Oil and Gas Impacts 

• 2,650 wells affected directly and indirectly by the disaster (OGCC 

estimate). 

 

• 2,658 wells shut in in anticipation of floodwaters. 

 

• About 1,150 barrels (48,250 gallons) of oil and condensate spilled. 

 

• More than 1,035 barrels (43,478 gallons) of produced water also 

spilled. 

 

• The largest single spill of oil or condensate was 323 barrels (13,566 

gallons). 

 

• The largest single spill of produced water was 125 barrels (5250 

gallons). 

 

• No single catastrophic spill – no single uncontrolled long-term release 

– occurred in this flood.  

 Source: COGCC “Lessons Learned,” March 2014 

 



Oil and Gas Impacts 

Some tanks were toppled or dislodged by flood waters. Some production 

equipment, such as separators or heater treaters, were moved by flood 

waters. 

 

Flowing water eroded earthen foundations beneath tanks and 

production equipment in many circumstances. 

 

When tanks and other equipment were moved by flood waters, attached 

piping twisted, broke and sometimes leaked. 

 

Within the broader area affected directly and more indirectly by flood 

waters and heavy precipitation, COGCC estimates that there are more 

than 2650 wells. 

 

COGCC does not have exact numbers for the production equipment and 

tanks associated with these wells, but there are many such locations in 

the flooded area. 
Source: COGCC “Lessons Learned,” March 2014 

 



Oil and Gas Impacts 

No hydraulic fracturing operations were ongoing in the region flooded in 

September 2013. Two operators were staging equipment for hydraulic 

fracturing operations in the days prior to the flood, but the staged equipment 

was withdrawn from the area prior to the arrival of flood waters. 

 

Just as important, no single downstream location accumulated a large 

quantity of spilled oil, condensate or other oil and gas materials. 

 

For the most part, spilled liquids from oil and gas operations washed away in 

the flood without leaving a trace behind. These spilled materials were greatly 

diluted by the flood waters. 

 

They are now undetectable. These facts are evident in samples taken after 

the flood in affected streams by the Colorado Department of Public Health 

and Environment and the United States Geological Survey. 

 

These facts are also evident in samples taken and data analyzed by operators 

after flood waters receded. 
Source: COGCC “Lessons Learned,” March 2014 



Water vs. Oil 

Putting oil and produced water releases into context: 

 
The average historic daily flow at Julesburg from September 17 through September 

23 is 461 cubic feet per second. That’s a seven-day total of about 6,400 acre-feet. 

  

The average daily flow for the same dates in 2013 is 13,232 cubic feet per second 

for a seven-day volume of 184,400 acre-feet. (29 times greater) 

  

To put that into gallons – the way some media refer to oil releases – that’s more 

than 60 billion gallons. Known releases of oil were about 48,000 gallons (0.00008%) 

  

Another way to think about it: On September 15, calculates the Division of Water 

Resources, 26 billion gallons of water flowed by the gauge at Fort Morgan. 

  

The Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment estimates that flood 

waters resulted in the discharge of 20 million gallons of untreated wastewater and 

200 million gallons of partially treated wastewater. These releases came from 

sewage treatment plants affected by the storm. 

 

The South Platte River annually carries 400,000 acre feet of water out of Colorado. 

 



Key lessons – aka Not Rocket Science 
 

o Stay factual 

 

o Avoid speculation 

 

o Provide context (when possible) 

 

o When you confirm it, share it 

 

o Focus on the accuracy of your information, not that of others 

 

o If you discover a piece of information is inaccurate, correct it 

immediately 

 

o Provide public updates frequently (more than once daily if situation 

calls for it) 

 

o Transparency and consistent delivery of information builds trust 

(over time) 
 

 


